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Abstract 
Humor preferences depend on the cultural background of the respondents. Designers of international advertising campaigns thus 
need to know how to adapt ads to the target market. The present paper runs two studies to test (1) whether marketers actually 
adapt the type of humor to the culture of the target market and (2) whether different types of humor elicit different effects in 
different cultures. Both studies use the example of Germany and Spain for cross-cultural comparisons. Study 1 analyzes 418 
Spanish and 748 German print advertisements. The results indicate that marketers apply humor in Spain more frequently than in 
Germany. The type of humor differs across the two countries: Comic wit which builds on incongruent elements is more frequent 
in Germany (low-context, individualistic, masculine culture) than in Spain (high-context, collectivistic, feminine culture) while 
Spanish ads contain more sentimental humor. This humor type transports warmly messages without including incongruent 
messages. Study 2 examines whether the cultural dimensions of individualism and femininity affect attitude towards sentimental 
humor ads and sentimental comedy ads. The latter type of humor combines warm elements with the principle of incongruity-
resolution. The study shows that Spanish respondents rate sentimental humor significantly more positive than German 
respondents. In contrast, German subjects evaluate sentimental comedy most positive. Implications for managers and future 
research are derived. 
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1. Introduction 
Humorous advertising is used extensively throughout the world (Toncar, 2001). However, like in every aspect of 
international advertising, the standardization/adaption-question arises (Papavassiliou & Stathakopoulus, 1997; 
Theodosiou & Leonidou, 2003; Okazaki, & Mueller 2007; Hoffmann & Wittig, 2007) and research needs to answer 
whether humor can be applied in the same manner worldwide or whether it has to be adjusted to the cultural 
background of the receiver. On the one hand, some researchers claim that humor is a “cultural universal” and that 
marketers thus could standardize humorous claims within a global advertising strategy (Nevo, Nevo, & Yin, 2001). 
On the other hand, members of different cultures differ in the way how they perceive humorous advertising 
messages and what they consider as funny (Alden & Hoyer, 1993). Additionally, content analyses on humor in 
international advertising demonstrate that the frequency of humor types differs across nations (Hatzithomas, 
Boutsouki, & Zotos, 2009) indicating that marketing practitioners already apply different humorous ads in different 
markets. However, research has not yet tested whether these differences are systematic and whether they correspond 
with cultural profiles of the target markets. Most importantly, few experimental studies in the advertising literature 
provide indications that humor preferences depend on the cultural background of the respondents (Unger, 1995; Lee 
& Lim, 2008; Mueller et al., 2012). Still, little is known about which types of humor are effective in which culturals. 
Ad designers need to understand the underlying principles that determine humor efficacy in different cultures. 
The present paper aims to fill these voids. We report two studies that test (1) whether marketers actually adapt the 
type of humor to the culture of the target market and (2) whether different types of humor elicit different effects in 
different cultures. In a mixed methods approach, we apply content analysis to answer the first question and an 
experimental design to answer the second question. To make the studies comparable, both studies build on Speck’s 
(1990) taxonomy of humorous advertisements to operationalize humor types. We focus on the influence of the 
Hofstede’s (2001) dimensions individualism/collectivism and masculinity/femininity and Hall and Hall’s (1990) 
distinction of high- and low-context cultures. Both studies use the example of Germany and Spain, because their 
cultural profiles differ with respect to the cultural dimensions high/low context (Hall & Hall, 1990), 
masculinity/femininity and individualism/collectivism (Hofstede, 2001). While Spain is a high-context culture, 
Germany represents a low-context culture (Hermeking, 2006). Germany (M = 66) scores remarkably higher on 
masculinity than Spain (M = 42). Germany is more individualistic (M = 67) than Spain (M = 51). Hence, Germany 
tends to be a low-context culture with a high degree of masculinity and individualism while Spain tends to 
represents a feminine and collectivistic high-context culture. 
2. Study 1: Content Analysis 
2.1. Objective and Hypothesis 
Study 1 aim at exploring cross-cultural differences in the use of different humor types in advertisements. The first 
step of the standardization/adaption (S/A)-decision is to define the level of adaption of the basic advertising strategy 
(James & Hill, 1991). In some countries, ads can persuade consumers more efficiently by providing information, 
while consumers in other countries prefer emotional advertising appeals (van Herpen, 2000). Hall and Hall’s (1990) 
cultural theory of low- and high-context cultures helps to draw the S/A-decision. Members of low-context cultures 
consider the meaning of a message as an independent entity, whereas people from high-context cultures embed the 
meaning of a message in the surrounding context. Members of high-context cultures prefer less presumptuous 
advertisements (Mueller, 1987). Emotional ad appeal in general are a “soft-selling” strategy. Against this backdrop, 
we expect that marketers use emotional appeals more frequently in high-context cultures (e.g., Spain) than in low-
context cultures (e.g., Germany) (Hypothesis H1). As humorous ads are a subtype of emotional ads, we suggest the 
same contingencies for the use of humor: Humor in general is used more often in high-context cultures (e.g. Spain) 
than in low-context cultures (e.g. Germany). (Hypothesis H2). 
The second step of the S/A-decision is to define the level of adaption of the humorous advertising message. We 
apply Speck’s (1990) taxonomy of different humor types to test our assumption that different cultures prefer 
different types of humorous ads. This taxonomy has been widely recognized in cross-cultural research (Hatzithomas, 
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Boutsouki, & Zotos, 2009; Lee & Lim, 2008). Speck (1990) introduced his taxonomy based on a content analysis of 
humorous ads. He postulates that specific combinations of the three-humor mechanisms arousal-safety, incongruity-
resolution and disparagement engender five types of humor: comic wit, sentimental comedy, sentimental humor, 
satire, full comedy (Table 1).  
Table 1: Taxonomy of humor types in advertisements based on Speck (1990) 
 Incongruity-resolution 




Comic wit ●    
Satire ●  ●  
Sentimental comedy ●   ● 
Sentimental humor    ● 
Full comedy ●  ● ● 
 
To explore the effects of different humor types, we focus on the underlying humor mechanisms. For that reason, 
we are particularly interested in comic wit and sentimental humor, since they are the only types of humor that are 
based on solely one underlying mechanism. The comparison of comic wit and sentimental humor enables an 
unbiased analysis of the underlying mechanisms. Comic wit is solely based on the process of incongruity-resolution. 
It contains incongruent elements, which are surprising and deviating from the expectations of the recipient (= 
incongruity). To resolve the incongruity, the recipient has to engage in a problem solving process. Tension is 
drained by a releasing laughter when the recipient recognizes the cause of incongruity (= resolution). Sentimental 
humor solely builds on the process of arousal-safety. This humor type contains warm and sentimental slogans and 
images that evoke the empathy of the recipients by focusing on the small things in life everyone can identify with, 
such as a loving couple or a small kid playing at home. No elements of surprise and incongruity are included (Beard, 
2008). 
In order to test cross-cultural hypotheses, we build on the widespread multi-dimensional cultural concept of 
Hofstede (2001). We expect that the frequency of comic wit and sentimental humor depends on the cultural 
dimensions of individualism/collectivism and masculinity/femininity. Individualism/collectivism focuses on the 
relationship between the individual and larger social groups. Members of individualistic cultures emphasize the 
values of self-orientation and fulfillment of individual needs while people from collectivistic cultures believe that 
the group is the most important unit. While individualistic people are used to take personal initiative, members from 
collectivistic cultures tend to accept situations as they are. Hence, people from individualistic cultures are 
presumably more willing and able to decode contradictory messages than their collectivistic counterparts. 
Consequently, we expect that humorous advertisements that build on the incongruity-resolution process (comic wit) 
are applied more often in individualistic cultures (e.g., Germany) than in collectivistic cultures (e.g., Spanin) 
(Hypothesis H3). 
Masculinity/femininity describes the degree of dominance, aggression and assertiveness that is prevalent amongst 
the members of a society (Hofstede, 2001). Members of masculine societies behave strongly and confidently, while 
people from feminine societies strive for balance and harmony in interpersonal relationships. Sentimental humor 
builds on the arousal safety process. This type of humor transports values like cohesion in the family, love, and 
friendship. Therefore, ads that are based on the arousal-safety process (sentimental humor) should be used more 
often in feminine cultures (e.g., Spain) than in masculine cultures (e.g., Germany) (Hypothesis H4). 
2.2. Design 
To cover a wide range of print ads, we collected 845 German and 510 Spanish ads published from April 25 to 
July 17, 2011. We took the ads from high frequent magazines (Spain: ¡Hola!, Germany: Gala), weekly journals 
(Spain: Cambio; Germany: Der Spiegel) and newspapers (Spain: El País; Germany: Frankfurter Allgemeine 
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Zeitung). In a data cleasing process, we excluded print ads that appeared more than one time. The final sample 
consists of 748 German and 418 Spanish ads. 
We derived the category scheme deductively from Speck’s (1990) humorous message taxonomy. We additionally 
extended the scheme by the categories “emotional vs. informative” and “humorous vs. non-humorous” to check for 
hypotheses H1 and H2. In a pretest, two coders with profound knowledge in marketing research and Spanish and 
German language performed a content analysis on 100 print ads randomly chosen from German and Spanish 
magazines, journals, and newspapers. We discussed coding ambiguities with the coders to improve the descriptions 
of the categories. The main coding process was conducted by two bilingual coders who were different from those of 
the pretest. They recoded the whole set of print ads based on the refined category descriptions. The findings are 
independent of the perspective of single researchers as we generally found very high levels of intercoder reliability. 
The coders agreed in 97.0% of Spanish ads and for 97.3% of German ads as to which category the ad belongs. 
2.3. Results 
To test our hypothesis, we conducted a frequency analysis. As expected, emotional appeals are applied more 
frequently in Spanish print advertisements than in German ones (Spain: 54.9%; Germany: 34.9%; χ² = 52.03, 
p ≤ .001). Furthermore, humorous ads are more common in Spain than in Germany (Spain: 13.8%; Germany: 7.8%; 
χ² = 10.89, p ≤ .001). Hence, the findings support hypotheses H1 and H2. 
Hypothesis H3 suggests that marketers use the incongruity-resolution process in humorous advertising (comic 
wit) more frequently in individualistic cultures (e.g., Germany) than in collectivistic cultures (e.g., Spain). The 
analysis shows that 62.9% of the German versus 42.9% of the Spanish humorous print ads contain comic wit. 
Hence, H3 is supported (χ² = 5.04, p ≤ .001). Hypothesis H4 postulated that ads, which are based on the arousal-
safety process (sentimental humor) are more common in feminine cultures (e.g., Spain) than in masculine cultures 
(e.g., Germany). Again, the results confirm our assumption. Sentimental humor is applied in 49.2% of the Spanish 
ads versus 24.2% of the German ads (χ² = 8.41, p ≤ .001). 
2.4. Discussion 
Study 1 confirms that the type of humor applied in print advertisements differs with respect to the cultural 
background. Advertising designers apply ads that build on the incongruity-resolution process (comic wit) more often 
in individualistic cultures (Germany) than in collectivistic cultures (Spain). Ads that are based on the arousal-safety 
process (sentimental humor) are more frequently used in masculine cultures (Germany) than in feminine cultures 
(Spain). These results indicate that marketers already adjust their messages to the cultural background of the 
recipients. Nonetheless, it needs to be tested whether adapting ads to cultural dimensions actually is effective. As 
content analysis cannot answer this question, we employed an experimental design in Study 2.  
3. Study 2: Effectiveness of Humor Types 
3.1. Objective and Hypothesis 
Study 2 investigates whether respondents stemming from different cultural background evaluate ads that build on 
different humor types differently. To date, no study has examined the effectiveness of sentimental types of humor in 
different cultures. However, the consideration of sentimental comedy and sentimental humor seems interesting for 
several reasons. First, they are commonly used in advertisements throughout the world (Hatzithomas, Boutsouki, & 
Zotos 2009; McCullough & Taylor, 1993; Speck, 1990). Second, as shown below, these types of humor allow 
testing the cross-cultural effects of the humor mechanisms of incongruency-resolution and arousal-safety, which has 
not been considered so far. Hence, we are able to deepen the findings of Study 1. Third, McCullough & Taylor 
(1993) postulate that warm humor (which is a synonymous term for sentimental humor) has the potential for cross-
cultural standardization strategy in advertising, because it contains no disparaging or incongruent elements that 
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might confuse consumers. Instead, warm humor deals with common everyday topics like love and friendship that 
evokes positive emotions initially.  
Speck (1990) explicitly considers two types of warm humor. Sentimental humor is soley based on the arousal-
safety process. Warm and sentimental slogans or images evoke empathy by focusing on the small things in life 
everyone can identify with, such as a loving couple or a small kid playing at home. No elements of surprise and 
incongruity are included (Beard, 2008). Sentimental comedy also builds on the arousal-safety process. However, it 
also includes incongruous elements (e.g., contradiction between slogan and ad motive) to trigger the incongruity-
resolution process. Incongruity attracts the attention of the recipient. As soon as he recognizes the cause for the 
incongruity the tension is drained by a relieving laughter (Speck, 1990). To test our assumption that sentimental 
humor and sentimental comedy are evaluated differently, we have to consider the interplay between the underlying 
processes of arousal-safety and incongruity-resolution and cultural value orientations. We draw on the Hofstede’s 
(2001) cultural dimensions individualism/collectivism and masculinity/femininity. The following hypotheses also fit 
to the findings of the frequency analysis of Study 1. 
Masculinity/femininity measures the degree of dominance, aggression and assertiveness that is prevalent amongst 
the members of a society. In masculine societies, individuals are expected to behave strongly and confidently, while 
members of feminine societies strive for balance and harmony in interpersonal relationships. Sentimental comedy 
and sentimental humor build on the arousal-safety process. Both types of humor transport values like cohesion in the 
family, love and friendship. Therefore, ads that are based on the arousal-safety process (both sentimental comedy 
and sentimental humor) should be evaluated more positive if the respondent belongs to a feminine culture (e.g., 
Spain) than if the respondent comes from a masculine culture (e.g., Germany) (Hypothesis H5). 
The dimension individualism/collectivism describes how people interact with one another in a society. While 
people from individualistic cultures advocate self-orientation and emphasize their own individual needs, members of 
collectivistic cultures focus on their relationships with others. In order to resolve the incongruity in sentimental 
comedy ads, recipients need to elaborate the ambiguous situation and to search for explanations. Members of 
individualistic cultures are used to take personal initiative while collectivistic people rather accept situations as they 
are (Lee & Lim 2009). Therefore, individualistic people should be more willing and able to decode contradictory 
messages than their collectivistic counterparts that tend to accept ambiguity. Thus, members of individualistic 
cultures (e.g., Germany) should evaluate advertisements that build on the incongruity-resolution process 
(sentimental comedy) more positive than advertisements that are not based on this process (sentimental humor, no 
humor) (Hypothesis H6). 
Considering the effects suggested in H5, we expect that members in feminine cultures favor ads with sentimental 
comedy and sentimental humor over ads with no humorous elements. H6 postulates that members of individualistic 
cultures favor ads with sentimental comedy over ads with sentimental humor and ads with no humorous elements. 
However, what happens if individuals stem from a masculine and individualistic culture or if they stem from a 
feminine and collectivistic culture? In the case of masculine/individualistic cultures, we expect little preference for 
arousal-safety processes (because of the masculine culture), but strong preferences for incongruity-resolution. Thus, 
members of these cultures will favor sentimental comedy (which includes incongruity) over sentimental humor and 
no humor. In contrast, we assume that there is a preference for the arousal-safety process, but not for the 
incongruity-resolution process in feminine/collectivistic cultures. Thus, members of these societies will favor 
sentimental humor (strong preference because of arousal-safety) over sentimental comedy (preference because of 
arousal-safety, but dislike because of incongruity-resolution). The latter is still favored over no humor (because of 
the positive effects of arousal-safety). Taken together, we suggest that there is an interaction effect of different 
cultural dimensions in their influence of the preference for different types of humor (Hypothesis H7).  
3.2. Design 
Three advertisements for the fictive beer brand “Juppa” were developed as experimental treatments. We created a 
fictitious brand to prevent answering biases caused by pre-existing brand awareness, image, and preferences. We 
developed the ads from scratch to keep influencing factors constant. As a result, almost all elements of the ads are 
identical across the treatments (e.g., advertised product, tonality, colors, background), while the characters 
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represented by the advertisement models and the slogans are different. The first ad (treatment: sentimental humor) 
shows an elderly couple-walking arm in arm along a street. The man holds a bottle of “Juppa“-beer in his hand. The 
slogan “There is a love that lasts a lifetime” symbolizes that the couple has spent a long time together what triggers 
a feeling of empathy. The second ad (treatment: sentimental comedy) also shows an elderly couple. The couple is 
laughing what evokes positive emotions at the first glance. The man is kissing the woman a on her cheek. She 
obviously enjoys it. The incongruity of the ad is expressed in the following dialog. The man asks the woman: “Are 
you thinking about the same thing as I do?” The woman answers: “Yes. - Could you get me a bottle of Juppa, 
please.” In the third ad (treatment: no humor), an elderly couple is sitting on the shore of a lake. The slogan “Enjoy 
natural freshness” contains no humorous elements.  
114 German respondents and 61 Spanish respondents filled out the questionnaire. Participants were randomly 
assigned to one of the three treatment groups. The proportion of female participants was 48.2% in the German 
sample and 37.7% in the Spanish sample (As describe below, a control test showed that the findings are not 
disturbed by the different shares of female subjects.) In average, the Spanish participants are 32 years old and the 
German respondents are 29 years old. Respondents were asked to indicate their attitude toward the ad on multiple 
seven-point rating scales (1 = “completely disagree”, 7 = “completely agree”). Following Homer (1990) and 
Chattopadhyay & Basu (1990), we included the following indicators: “The ad is enjoyable”; “The ad is likeable.”; 
“This ad affects me positively”. We found a high level of internal consistency for both, the Spanish and the German 
sample, in all three-treatment groups. Cronbach’s Alpha is well above α = .80. An explorative factor analysis shows 
that the average variance extracted exceeds at least 79% and all factor loadings are above .80. 
3.3. Results 
Fig. 1 indicates that the German and Spanish respondents evaluated the two humorous print ads more favorable 
than the non-humorous ad. Consistent with our assumptions, German respondents like the sentimental comedy ad 


















Fig. 1. Cultural differences in attitude toward to the ad 
We conducted a two-way ANOVA with humor type (sentimental humor, sentimental comedy, no humor) and 
culture (Germany, Spain) as predictor variables. While there is no main effect of culture on attitude toward the ad 
(F(1, 169) = 1.78; p > .05), we observed a main effect of humor type (F(2, 169) = 10.27, p ≤ .001) and an interaction 
effect of culture and humor type (F(2, 169) = 3.63, p ≤ .05). Thus, the relationship between humor type and attitude 
toward the ad depends on culture. To analyze the impact of culture in more detail (hypotheses H5 and H6), we 
conducted follow-up t-tests for each of the three treatment groups. The results indicate that Spanish respondents like 
the ad with sentimental humor significantly more than the German respondents (t = 2.82, p ≤ .01). In the evaluation 
of the ad containing sentimental comedy (t = 0.23, p > 0.05) no significant differences between German and Spanish 
are found. To test hypothesis H7, further t-tests analyze whether the effectiveness of sentimental humor and 
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sentimental comedy differ within the two cultures. In Spain, as expected, respondents evaluate the sentimental 
humor ad (t = 4.89, p ≤ .001) and the sentimental comedy ad (t = 3.40, p ≤ .01) more positive than the non-
humorous ad. German respondents only favor the sentimental comedy ad over the non-humorous ad (sentimental 
humor: t = 1.06, p > .05; sentimental comedy: (t = 2.64, p ≤ .01). 
Finally, we conducted on an explorative basis an ANCOVA that repeated the former analysis with a multi-item 
scale of emotional response as an additional covariate. In this way, we can control whether the individual level of 
emotional responsiveness influences the reaction towards sentimental comedy and humor. As expected, we found a 
main effect of the covariate (F(1, 168) = 129.73, p ≤ .000). By including the covariate, the main effect of the 
humorous treatment and the interaction effect of culture X humorous treatment remain stable. In sum, 51.2 percent 
of the variance of the dependent variable attitude towards the ad is explained. 
3.4. Discussion 
This study shows that the evaluation of sentimental humor and sentimental comedy depends of the cultural 
background of the respondents. Members of collectivistic and feminine cultures (Spain) like the arousal-based 
sentimental humor ad more than members of individualistic and masculine cultures (Germany). Furthermore, in 
Spain both types of sentimental humor are evaluated more positive than the non-humorous ad, while in Germany 
only the sentimental comedy ad is favored over the non-humorous ad. Thus, in Germany and in Spain, cross-
national standardization of warm humorous appeals is possible to a certain degree: In both countries, sentimental 
comedy might elicit a positive attitude toward the ad while sentimental humor isn’t that promising in Germany as it 
is in Spain. 
4. Further Research 
This paper starts filling a void in cross-cultural advertising research by exploring the actual use and frequency of 
different types of humor and the effectiveness of different forms of humor. Both reported studies consider Germany 
as an example of low-context, individualistic and masculine cultures and Spain as an example of a high-context, 
collectivistic and feminine cultures. More research is necessary to widen the set of analyzed cultural profiles. 
Further studies should also investigate other media types (e.g., banner ads, ambient media) and other types of 
characters (e.g., ads using children or animals) or different intensities of warmth (low, medium, high; De 
Pelsmacker & Geuens, 1996). Additionally, research may consider the moderating role of product types. In order to 
provide specific advices for practitioners, it may be worth disentangling the effects of different humor types in 
different cultures in advertisements for different product types.  
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